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ABSTRACT
Repeated surveys, and most notably those by the Standish Group, suggest that a substantial proportion of 
Information Technology (IT) projects fail. The literature suggests that this is in part due to a lack of user in-
volvement in the project. The authors’ research describes the case study of a major IT system implementation 
project in East Africa. The paper reports on the results of both an online questionnaire and interviews with 
key participants. The authors’ findings suggest that the subsequent failure of this project was in large part 
attributable to a lack of user involvement in the definition of requirements and implementation of the system. 
There did not appear to be an organisational culture that recognised the significance of such participation 
in the project. Although there are issues of definition raised, such as the definition of success and failure, 
this work supports previous findings that user involvement is a key factor in IT project success and failure.
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were	 on	 several	 platforms	 that	 needed	 to	 be	
merged.	The	 bank	 required	 an	 IT	 system	 to	

















of	six	months	 to	 implement.	However	at	 the	
time	 it	was	 stopped,	 it	had	been	 running	 for	
about	one	year.	All	budgetary	allocations	had	
been	stopped	by	management.	The	hardware	
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The	 author	 worked	 as	 an	 ICT	 systems	
administrator	 representing	 the	 branch	 of	 her	
bank	 during	 the	 project.	The	 researcher	was	
particularly	 interested,	 from	 her	 experience,	
in	 the	 human	 factors	 that	 contributed	 to	 the	
failure	of	the	project	and	thus	approached	key	






qualitative	 research	 (discussed	 further	 in	 the	




Thus	 the	 research	 examines	 the	 project	 as	 a	











failure,	which	 is	a	key	concept	 in	 this	paper	
and	a	contested	field.	It	then	discusses	the	role	
of	users	and	user	involvement	in	IT	projects.	
It	 goes	 on	 to	 examine	 literature	 concerning	
the	 significance	 of	 users	 in	 IT	 projects,	 the	
benefits	 and	 costs	 of	 user	 involvement	 and	












engineering	and	has	 resulted	 in	 a	 significant	
body	of	research	investigating	the	reasons	for	






projects.	 This	 report	 explained	 that	 in	 2009	





User	 involvement	 has	 been	 ranked	 as	
one	of	 the	 top	 factors	 that	determine	project	
success	 or	 failure:	 for	 example	 in	 the	 1995	











course	 presuppose	 an	 agreed	 definition	 of	
project	success.	However,	there	is	no	common	
definition	for	success	and	failure	(Thomas	&	




















Whilst	 this	 position	 has	 great	merit,	 for	
the	purposes	of	this	paper	it	is	safe	to	rely	upon	
the	traditional	and	widely	accepted	definition	
given	 by	 Powers	 and	Dickson	 (1973).	They	
















•	 Middle	 management	 who	 observe	 and	
control	any	work	that	will	and	is	performed	
by	the	system
•	 Employees	 who	 perform	 tasks	 on	 the	
system	daily	(Cavaye,	1995).
The	term	user	involvement	has	been	used	
interchangeably	 with	 terms	 such	 as	 “user	



























The Significance of User 
Involvement In IT Projects
The	 Information	 Systems	 literature	 agrees	
that	 user	 involvement	 is	 a	 really	 important	
issue.	Research	in	IT	project	management	and	
software	 development	 demonstrate	 the	 need	
for	 user	 involvement	 and	 suggests	 that	 the	
greater	end	users’	participation	in	the	develop-
ment	 process,	 the	 easier	 the	 implementation	
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How to Involve Users in IT Projects
There	is	considerable	discussion	on	how	users	
can	be	involved	in	information	system	devel-
opment	 and	 IT	 projects.	 They	 can	 be	 given	
responsibilities	as	part	of	the	project	team	or	
just	consulted	in	case	specific	information	is	





three	ways	users	 could	participate	 in	 system	
development	and	these	are:
•	 Overall Responsibility:	Where	users	have	
certain	 tasks	 and	 obligations	 that	 show	
liability	for	the	project
•	 User Information System Relationship:	











tant	 difference	 between	 involving	 users	 and	





•	 The Informative Form:	Allows	users	to	
get	involved	as	information	providers
•	 Consultative Form:	Users	get	 involved	
giving	their	views	on	what	has	been	pre-
sented	 to	 them	with	 regards	 to	 the	 new	
system









can	be	ways	of	 involving	users.	This	 idea	 is	





















Cavaye	 (1995)	explains	 that	users	 should	be	
involved	 in	 initial	 stages	of	 system	develop-
ment,	where	 the	 reasons	as	 to	why	a	system	
should	 be	 implemented	 are	 being	 discussed	
and	requirements	discovered.	This	will	foster	
better	 understanding	 of	 system	 requirements	
and	it	is	also	less	expensive	to	make	changes	

































involved	 in	 all	 the	 different	 stages	 from	 the	
initial	to	the	final	phases	of	the	process.	Majid	






Costs of User Involvement
















•	 Involving	 users	 causes	 an	 escalation	 in	

























involved	 in	 a	 major	 systems	 development	
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The	 method	 of	 investigation	 involved	










30	 individuals	because	 they	were	 in	 the	best	
position	to	provide	the	information	that	would	
enable	the	author	answer	the	research	questions.

















































ers	 indicating	 that	 they	 did	 not.	 Subsequent	
answers	(see	below)	suggest	that	some	had	a	
partial	involvement.














19	 people	 answered	 this	 question.	 11	 of	 the	
19	indicated	that	 they	were	not	consulted	on	























Table 1. Ten questions on user involvement and project success 







3 If	 yes,	what	was	 your	 role?	 If	 no,	 proceed	 to	
question	5
This	 question	 sought	 to	 find	 out	 how	 the	 users	 were	
involved	 and	 how	 they	 contributed	 in	 the	 project	















For	 the	 users	 that	 were	 not	 directly	 involved	 in	 the	















9 In	 your	 own	 opinion	 how	 much	 do	 you	
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As an end user, I will be the one to use the sys-
tem in the long run and so by getting involved 
I will be able to have a better understanding 




them	 better	 understand	 the	 system	which	 in	
turn	would	enable	them	to	perform	their	tasks	
more	 efficiently.	Some	users	 expressed	 their	
opinions	in	the	following	way:
…I needed the skills to be able to serve clients 
better
If I am going to use the system, I should be able 




be	considered	and	 they	 felt	 it	was	necessary	
for	the	system	to	meet	and	identify	with	their	
needs.	One	of	the	respondents	wrote:
...For such a project the main goal is to meet 
the user needs and therefore user involvement is 
mandatory. User involvement is the key concept 
in the development of useful and usable systems 
and has positive effects on system success and 
user satisfaction.
Another	stated	that:
As a user I would be the most reliable person 
to identify system needs for the tasks to be 
performed.
Reasons for Success/ Failure
Respondents	 were	 then	 asked	 to	 give	 their	
opinion	on	what	they	considered	the	outcome	













The project was both infrastructure upgrade 
and system upgrade. The infrastructure was 
successfully upgraded... So the technical 






The	 seven	 citing	 user	 involvement	 included	
comments	such	as:
End users had no idea of what was going on
Lack of user involvement proved fatal for the 
project. Without user involvement nobody in 
the organisation felt committed to the sys-
tem...senior management and users needed to 





The project never took off. It was a total failure
...the operational and other systems within the 
project were not completed due to the board’s 
decision to stop implementation...
We did not get to use it
Copyright	©	2013,	IGI	Global.	Copying	or	distributing	in	print	or	electronic	forms	without	written	permission	of	IGI	Global	is	prohibited.
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Other	 respondents	 attributed	 the	 project	
failure	to	issues	such	as	poor	communication	
from	management	 and	 the	project	 team.	For	
example	one	respondent	wrote:
After all the time, effort and money invested, 
the system was never used and reasons for this 
were never communicated





















system	 development	 cycle.	 One	 respondent	
wrote	that:
Users should never be left out of project de-
velopments and should generally be involved 
at all stages to better understand and share 
requirements”
Another	that:
…all people that need to be involved in the 
IT project should be consulted throughout the 













Interviews	 were	 carried	 out	 to	 get	 a	 more	
in-depth	 understanding	 of	 the	 project.	 Semi	
structured	 questions	 were	 asked	 under	 the	
topics;	 project	 funding,	 senior	 management	















The organisation had money put aside for the 
project but this money was not sustainable since 
other costs on requirements kept coming in.
…During the project implementation, there 
was a slump in the business (Financial invest-
ment) and no money to continue financing it. 
The company decided to cut costs and thought 
the project would not be necessary after all…
Senior Management 
Involvement/Interference
Another	 important	 issue	 that	 was	 discussed	
during	the	interviews	concerned	the	impact	of	
Copyright	©	2013,	IGI	Global.	Copying	or	distributing	in	print	or	electronic	forms	without	written	permission	of	IGI	Global	is	prohibited.
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senior	management	 involvement/interference	






management	 did	 not	 put	 in	 enough	 effort	 to	
support	the	project	from	the	start:
The senior management interference was not 
up to the required level during all the phases 
of the project, which then led to the problems 
in the project at the later stages of the project.
...the project ended up failing because in the 
middle of it, management backed out and be-
came negative especially after the cost implica-
tion and hence we couldn’t progress
Yes it did have an impact because the manage-
ment decided to withdraw funding for the project 
thereby ‘killing’ the project altogether
The Stage At Which Issues In 












During the later UAT phase of the project, the 
project team realised that the project without 
customisation will not suit the customer’s 
requirements but then it was too late to make 
any great effort to avoid failure of the project. 
However efforts were made both from the 






Some of the things were noticed from the start 
for me, the project was doomed from the be-
ginning…
Interviewees	were	then	asked	what	could	
have	 been	 done	 differently	 in	 the	 project.	
Four	of	them	pointed	to	user	involvement	in	
this	context.	They	said	that	all	users	from	all	









…during the meetings a lot of time was wasted 
with consultants. Users were trying to agree 
on what needed to be included in the system 
but instead policy issues were discussed with 
consultants. I only attended one meeting and 
decided that it was not worth attending other 




I was the one in charge of infrastructure at the 
time yet I was giving the project a cold shoulder. 
No one asked for my views.





During the project proposal stage the gaps 
between the scope of the project and the cus-
tomer requirements had not been identified in 
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an effective way…effective gap identification 






























has	 also	been	 said	 to	 be	one	of	 the	ways	of	

















ment	 in	 the	 development	 of	 the	 new	 system	
could	 have	 improved	 their	 work	 efficiency	
and	ensured	 that	 the	 system	fitted	with	 their	
requirements.	They	were	clearly	aware	of	the	
benefits	they	could	have	attained	from	being	
part	 of	 the	 project’s	 development	 process.	
These	reasons	are	consistent	with	the	findings	
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cluded	 that	 user	 involvement	 in	 IT	 projects	
can	determine	their	success	or	failure	(Damo-
daran,	 1996).	 These	 findings	 also	 conclude	
that	 the	project	 in	 this	organisation	was	 to	a	
greater	extent	a	failure	due	to	inadequate	user	
involvement.











of	 the	 project	 continually	 increased	 and	 the	
estimated	 budget	 was	 not	 met.	 Furthermore	
there	was	no	money	set	aside	for	contingencies	
during	the	planning	process	and	this	was	the	
main	 reason	 for	 some	 respondents	 to	 define	
the	project	as	a	failure.	Aside	from	the	increase	
in	 the	project	costs,	 interviewees	agreed	that	




failure.	Management	 decided	 to	 cut	 costs	 in	
the	company	during	the	time	the	project	was	
being	 implemented	 even	 though	 almost	 half	
the	project	work	was	completed.
CONCLUSION
Interviews	 and	 questionnaires	 were	 used	 to	
collect	respondents’	opinions	on	user	involve-







view	was	 that	 the	project	 failed,	and	 lack	of	
user	involvement	contributed	substantially	to	

























scale	 ‘stand	 alone’	 projects,	 where	 Toffler’s	


























research	 setting.	 The	 research	 is	 concerned	
with	 just	 one	 IT	 project	 in	 East	Africa	with	
a	 relatively	 small	group	of	 respondents.	The	
findings	 cannot	 therefore	 be	 generalised	 but	
they	 are	 valuable	 in	 supporting	key	work	 in	
the	field	of	user	involvement	and	project	suc-
cess	and	failure	 in	 IT	projects.	Further	work	





















contract	 perspectives	 on	 project	 success	 criteria.	
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